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John Billington. 


**The evil that men do lives after them, 
The good is oft inter’d with their bones,”’ 


Thie declaration was never more applica- 
ble than in the case of the person whose 
name stands at the head of this communica- 
tion. 

John Billington with his wife Eleanor, and 
his two boys John and Francis, came over in 
the Mayflower in 1620, They were from 
London, and, although not members of the 
Puritan Church, er what could be strictly 
called ‘religious’, they cast their lot in with 
the first Pilgrim emigrants. They possessed 
more worldly goods than most of their asso- 
ciates, and built one of the seven dwelling 
houses that were erected tlie first Winter, 
ther had inherited from his 

robudt franie, which, witha 


bodily vigor, the result of ‘temperate iving, 


constant exercise and a cheerful disposition, 


he transwitted to his two boys. The exuber- 
ant spirits, and overflow of. animal ‘ife led 
these boys sometimes into mischiefs, which, 

to the staid Pilgrims, were perhaps annoying. 
The following incident is from ‘‘Mourt’s 

Relation.” The Mayflower then lying at 
anchor in Cape Cod harbor December 1st. 

“This day, we, through God’s mercy 
escaped a great danger by the foolishness of 
a boy, one of John Billington’s sons, who in 
his father’s absence, had got gunpowder, and 
had shot off a piece or two, and made squibe; 
and there being a fowling piece charged in 
his father’s cabin, shot her off in the cabin, 
there being a little barrel of powder half full 
scattered in and about the cabin—and many 
people about the fire, and yet by God’s 
mercy no harm done.” 

At another time the boy “John, Jr.’’ got 
into some mischief and upon tlie captain’s 
reproving him, he retaliated with seme inde 
corous remark ‘‘whereupon he was punished 


_ ‘Manamev’, 


ble. 


‘by having his head and heels tied together.” 


As may well be supposed these boys, as 
well as their father, were fond of hunting, 
fishing and other exhilerating out door sports. 
On the last of July 1621, the boy‘‘John, Jr.” 
during one of his adventurous hunting trips, 
as related by Bradford, “‘got lost in the woods 
and after five days wandering about in the 
wilderness, living upon berries and what he 
could find, came upon an Indian village called 
twenty miles tuo the south of 
Plymouth, The natives took him prisoner and 
conveyed him across the bay to ‘‘Naweett’’, 
but Massassoyt, learning his destiny, sent 


| word to the English where he was, and they 


sent a sheriff after him and he was given up.”’ 

Bradford again says, ‘“‘On the 8th of May, 
1621, the youngest boy Francis, having the 
week before on one of his hunting trips seen 
from the top of a high tree ona high hill a 
great sea, proceeded to explore it more fully. 
He found it divided into two great lakes, the 
bigger of them five or six miles in circuit, 
and in it an isle of a cable length 
square, the other three miles in compas; 
they are fine fresh water, full of fish and 
fowl; a brook issues from it; it will be an 
excelleat help for us in time.’’ 

Davis says, “John Billington, Jr., died 
soon after 1627, and Francis has given his 
name perpetual distinction by the discovery 
of ‘Billington Sea.’ ”’ 

During the terrible scourge that carried off 
one half of the little band of Pilgrims the 
first Winter, John Billington and his family 
were among the seven persons who escaped 
the pestilence. They, with Elder Brewster, 
Myles Standish and Doctor Fuller were the 
only ones able to administer help to the suf« 
ferers. During all this deadly, loathsome 
malady, John Billington and his family devo- 
ted their time and risked their lives to help 
their sick and suffering neighbors without a 
thought that there was any wonderful hero- 


LG 


; 


sm in snch noble devotion and self-denying 
sacrifices, It was a pure labor of love. It 
was the result of those noblest human in- 
stincts, hear'felt sympathy and kindly feel- 
ings which prevaded their very natures and 


| served them instead of the professional piety 


and devotional religion which they lacked. 

In giving an account ofthat terfible Toath- 
some sickness and scurvy the first Winter, 
Gov. Bradford wrote ‘‘of one hundred and 
odd persons, scarce fifty remained alive, and 
of these in ye time of most distress, there 
was but six or seven sound persons, who to 
their great commendation be it spoken, 
spared no pains, night nor day, but with 
abundence of toyle and hazzard of their own 
health, fetched them wood, made their fires, 
dressed them meat, made their beds, washed 
their loathsome clothes, clothed and un- 
clothed them; in a word did all ye homly 
and necessarie offices for them wech dainty 
and querie stomachs cannot endure to hear 
named; and all this willingly and cheerfully 
without any grudging in the least, showing 
herein their true love unto their friends and 
bretherin, a rare example and worthy to be 
remembered.”’ 

Billington’s kind offices to the sick and 
suffering, met with a marked token of ac- 
knowledgment later from William Tench 
and John Carver, who came in the ‘‘Fortune’’ 
1621. They were tenderly nursed and cared 
for by Billington during a tedious sickness, 
and on their decease bequeathed to him their 
land and all their worldly goeds. I have 
been thus particular in noting a few of John 
Billington’s good acts that were ‘‘buried with 
his bones’? and the memory of them almost 
forgotten, while the one unfortunate evil act 
of his life will live forever, magnified and 
unextenuated. 

The story according to family tradition, 
briefly told is this. 


Billington, while 
hunting, accidently met Newcomb, who man- 
ifested so much fear and cowardice at the en- 
counter, that he betrayed his feelings by 
dodging behind trees and stumps; his trepi- 
dation amused Billington, and in order to 
frighten the man still more, he wrongfully, 
but without any murderous intention, when 


| he saw his antagonist safely ensconsed be-— 
hind a tree, raised his gun and fired. It was 


a most ead and unfortunate sportive jest, the 


man at that moment exposed his shoulder, 


and the shot struck and <p wounded 
him. Billington called to persons near by, 


He died declaring that Billington filled him, 
and giving his version of the transaction. 

Appesrances certainly were-against Bill- 
ington, and what wae worse for him, he 
made no excuses to his accusors, remaining 
sullen and silent on account of his self-cun- 
demnation and self-arraignment. His sorrow 
and remorse grew upon him; was overpower- 
ing and crushing in its weight. He felt that 
his doom was sealed; that he merited death, 
as the only expiation for his crime, and that 
it would be a sweet rest to his perturbed 
spirit; the luxury of a ‘“‘kind nepenthe.’’ 
There were a few whe plead for mercy, and 


the case was refered tothe decision of seine 


Massachusetts Colonists, who had just ar- 
rived at Boston, 
ance with Indian justice of ‘‘blood for blood.’ 
The verdict in these days cuuld only have 
been for ‘‘manslaughter’’ or ‘‘accidental 
humicide.”’ 

He was executed about Sept. or October, 
1630. The date is uncertain, and contradic- 
tory, as are the different versions of tbe pre- 
tended trial. Very little has come Jown to 
us save the one-sided and partial account 
given by his judges and executioners. The 


| Pilgrim fathers were good noble men, but 
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‘stern and unyielding in their prejudices and f 


judgments, particularly in regard to those 
whom they considered ‘‘ungodly,’’ and ac- 
cording to their testimony, poor John Billing- 
ton was a profane’ man, and like Lyford and 
Oldham met their displeasure. The follow- 
ing is Gov. Bradford’s account. He was 
Governor at the time of the execution. 
“This yr’ (1630) John Billington ye elder, 
one that came over with the first, was ar- 
rained, and both by grand and petie jurie 
found guilty of willful murder by plain and 
notorious evidence, and was for the same ac- 
cordingly executed. He and some of his had 
been often punished for miscariages before, 
being one of the profanest families amongst 
them. This facte was that he way-laid a 
young man, one John New-comin, about a 
former quarrel, and shot him with a gun, 
' whereof he dyed.”’ 
This account was written in 1650, and 
_ differs materially from the account given by 
William Hubbard, only twenty years later. 
He says: ‘“‘About Sept. Ist, in the year 1630, 
was one Billington executed at Plymouth for 
' murther,—who maliciously slew his neighbor 
_in the field as he accidentally met him, as 
| himself was going to shoot deer. The poor 
fellow, perceiving the intent of Billington, 
| his mortal enemy, sheltered himself behind 
trees as well as he could for a while; but the 
other, not being so ill a marksman as to miss 
his aim, made a shot at him and struck him 
, on the shoulder, with which he died soon 
Bradford, it will be seen, says that 


if 
| 


_after.”’ 
he ‘‘way-laid’’ him; while Hubbard admits 
that he ‘‘met him accidentally.”’ 

There is a very true saying that ‘‘con- 
science makes cowards of us all.’’ As some 
strictures were made upon this hasty trial 
and execution, the actors in the drama felt 
compelled to make the culprit and’ his crime 
appear as odious as possible, in hopes thus to 
shield themselves from any charge of haste 
or illegality. Hence the unjust and unneces- 
sary aspersions, and the uncharitable remarks 
that were appeuded to their statements of 
thé tragedy many years after the event; and 
which embellishments have been repeated by 
subsequent writers until perhaps the truth 

| can now never overtake the falsehoods, 
although it would seem but charitable and 
certainly legal, in these enlightened days, to 
give the unfortunate man the benefit of the 
doubt. 


~ He was an industrious, hard working man, 
and had accumulated perhaps a larger 


‘amount of property than most of his neigh- 


bors. His homestead property was at Playne 
dealing and is now owned by the heirs of the 
late Thomas Jackson. His original let of 
three acres was south of the Town Brook, 
between Sandwich Street and the harbor. 
Two acres of his land north of the present 
railroad enclosure bordered upon the land of 
Gov. Bradford, This lot the widow sold 
to Gov. Prince in 1638, His lands beyond 
High Cliff are now a part of the lands of 
the Plymouth Cordage Company; the rocks 
off the shore are yet known as the “Billing- 
ton rocks.’’ 

Francis Billington, the only surviving child, 
was much like his father in his handsome, 
massive physique and gentlemanly deport- 
ment, though of a less passionate and im- 
pulsive nature. He was but twenty-two 
years of age, and deeply mourned his father’s 
untimely taking-off. He devoted himself to 
his mother in her heart-stricken grief and 
desdlaté home. It was-at firet grating to hia, 
sensitive soul to daily come in contact with 
the social prejudices and ostracism of the 
little world about him, and he clung still 
more lovingly to the woods and lakes and 
pine-clad hills. He had a few choice friends, 
the friends of his father,—Elder Brewster, 
Doctor Fuller and son Samuel, Francis 
Eaton, John Shaw and some others. 

His bosom friend, Francis Eaton, died in 
1633, and the next year he married hie 
amiable and accomplished widow, Christian 
(Penn) Eaton. She had come in the “‘Aan’’ 
in 1623, and became Francis Eaton’s third 
wife in 1626. She carried her loving, sweet- 
souled influence into the stricken family, 
and a new life dawned upon them. The 
mother resided with them until her marriage 
in 1638 to Gregory Armstrong, having firet 
made over te her son Francis her property. 
Armstrong died in 1650, leaving Eleanor 
again a widow. She probably died about 
1665, in her eightieth year. 

Francis had eight children living in 1650. 
He was one of the twenty-six original pur- 
chasers and/ settlers in Middleboro in 1660. 

were ‘all driven off in 1675, during 
Philfipe’ War, and returned again in 1670 
with their pastor, Rev. Samuel Fuller, son 
of Doctor Samuel, one of the Mayflower 
Pilgrims. a 
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JOHN BILLINGTON, THE MARTYR 


The dark mystery that has for nearly 
three hundred years clouded the story of 
John Billington’s execution is attracting | 
the attention of historical students. Strag- 
gliing comments have appeared at intervals 
in the public journals. The paper read by 
Mr. George C. Burgess Friday last at the 
meeting of the ‘‘Mayflower descendants”’ at 
the Vendome was an able exposition, show- 
ing very clearly that prejudice and passion 
were at the bottom of the dark tragedy. 
That an undisguised enemy of a man 
should be allowed to act as his accuser and 
judge shows a condition of society very un- 
desirable, and far removed from justice! 
Not a word has come down to us referring 
to the particulars of the execution save 
from the pen of his enemy. 

Thomas Morton is the only other con- 
temporary writer. He gives no particulars, 
merely saying: ‘‘He, when pursued by a 
carelesse fellow that was new into the 
land, played the unhappy marks man,” 
adding: ‘“‘He was beloved by many.” Mr. 
Burgess gives us in detail the story of 
Governor Bradford in the premises, and 
compared it with the embellishments of 
writers of a later day, whose conflicting 
descriptions are something marvellous. If 
they have actually found other authority 
than Morton and Bradford, they are wrong 
in not revealing their authority; until they 
do so we must look upon them as slander- 
ing, unwittingly perhaps, a martyr to vio- 
lence under forms of law. If any of them 
are, as they contend, descendants of the | 
Mayfiower Pilgrims, they must have Bil- | 
lington blood in their veins, gathered from 
some of the million descendants of Frances 
Billington’s eleven children, who inter- 
married with the descendants of every one 
of the Mayflower passengers who left any 
descendants at Plymouth. One was heard 
to say that “it was not pleasant, in tracing 
back our pedigree, to run against one who 

This was not a kind remark, 
nor a happy one. John Brown was hung, 
“but his soul is marching on,” and no 
patriot would feel unpleasant to trace back 
to him, or to Nathan Hale, or to the scores 
who were, al} over the Christian land, hung 
for witches. 

Probably the most that would be made 
today of Billington’s “unhappy marksman- 
ship’? would be “accidental homicide,’’ and 
there are many who would not consider a 
few shot striking a man in the flesh of his 
shoulder as a mortal wound. It is far more 
probable the guilty thief whom Billington 
accidentally hit as he discharged his gun to 
frighten him, while hiding behind a tree,. 
died from his own unnecessary negligence 
and carelessness. That is the view of the 
scholar in Pilgrim records who first came 
to the defence of Billington’s memory tin 
these columns a few years ago. 


was hung.’’ 


4 ( 
/ het 


Meeting of Massachusetts 
scendants 


At Hotel Vendome, yesterday afternoon, 
a stated meeting of the Massachusetts So- 
clety of Mayflower Descendants took place, 
Gamaliel Bradford, president of the soct- 
ety, in the chair. The essayist of the af- 
ternoon was George C. Burgess, whose 
subject was “John Billington, a Plymouth 
Pilgrim.’”” Of the 101 Pilgrims who came 
over on the Mayflower, John Billington is 
the only man whose relationship is not 
sought, because he was guilty of homicide, 
for which he was executed. The speaker 
told how the man had been placed in a 
despicable light by historians. Up to the 
time of committing the deed, which Mr. 
Burgess reasoned to be in_ self-defence, 


Mayflower De- 


Billington’s record is as good as at of 
any man who came over in the famogis old 
ship. Governor Bradford said the lling- 


tons were the profanest family among the 
Pilgrims. Goodwin’s history, as well as 
Bradford's, and Mrs. Austen’s novels have 
placed Billington in an unjustly contempti- 
ble light; so much so that those who file 


applications for membership in the May-. 


flower society, upon finding a relationship 
with Billington, withdraw their applica- 
tions immediately. 

Mr. Burgess is prepared to stand, not 
perhaps as a champion of Billington, but to’ 
take a more charitable and just view of his 
character. He believes that when Governor 
Bradford referred to him as profane, he 


merely meant that he was-outside of the 


temple and differed in his religious views 
from the Puritans. He thinks it probable 
he was misjudged and was more unfortu- 
nate than wicked. ‘‘We do not know what 
defence he might have made, for he was 
allowed to. make none, and. his prosecutors 
were his judges,” Mr. Burgess said. There 
was the usual informal reception, the tea 


table being prettily decorated with carna- . 


tions and mayflowers. The pourers were 
Mrs. Wesson, Mrs. Solon W. Stevens, Miss 
Allen and Mrs, Francis W. Goss. 
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